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L e t t e r s  f r o m  A b r o a d  
P o l a n d  i n  t h e  1 9 8 0 s :  D e v e l o p i n g  D o w n w a r d  
J O H N  B A T C H E L D E R  
M y  f i r s t  s t u d y - t r i p  t o  P o l a n d  w i t h  G r a n d  V a l l e y  s t u d e n t s  w a s  t e n  w e e k s  d u r i n g  M a r c h -
J u n e  1 9 8 0 .  G r a n d  V a l l e y  w a s  t h e n  o n  t h e  t e r m  s y s t e m .  I  h a v e  r e t u r n e d  t o  P o l a n d  
w i t h  s t u d e n t s  f o r  s i x  t o  s e v e n  w e e k s  d u r i n g  t h e  s u m m e r s  o f  1 9 8 4 ,  1 9 8 5 ,  a n d  1 9 8 8 .  
O v e r  t h e s e  n i n e  y e a r s  I  h a v e  s e e n  s o m e  c h a n g e s .  
T h e r e  h a v e  b e e n  i m p r o v e m e n t s .  B u s  1 0 5  w h i c h  r u n s  f r o m  M e r k u r y ,  t h e  A k a d e m i a  
E c o n o m i c z n a ' s  d o r m i t o r y ,  t o  t h e  d o w n t o w n  t r a i n  s t a t i o n  i s  n o w  a  c l e a n ,  s l e e k  H u n -
g a r i a n  b u i l t  t a n d e m ,  o f t e n  w i t h  e m p t y  s e a t s .  I n  1 9 8 0  t h e  e v i l  s m e l l i n g  1 9 5 0 ' s  v i n t a g e  
b u s  w o u l d  b e  s o  b u r s t i n g  w i t h  p e o p l e  t h a t  t h e  f r a m e  w o u l d  r u b  o n  t h e  b a c k  t i r e s .  
I f  t h e  c r u s h  p u s h e d  y o u  o v e r  t h e  w h e e l s  t h e  s o l e s  o f  y o u r  s h o e s  w o u l d  b e c o m e  s t i c k y  
f r o m  t h e  f r i c t i o n  h e a t .  A n o t h e r  i m p r o v e m e n t :  s o m e  o f  t h e  r e n a i s s a n c e  b u i l d i n g s  a r o u n d  
t h e  R y n e k ,  t h e  m a i n  m a r k e t  s q u a r e ,  a r e  g e t t i n g  a  f r e s h  c o a t  o f  p a s t e l  p i n k ,  y e l l o w ,  
o r  b l u e .  A l s o  t h e r e  a r e  m o r e  p u b l i c  g a r d e n s  n o w  a n d  t h e  l a w n  i n  f r o n t  o f  t h e  O p e r a  
H o u s e  i s  m o w e d  o n c e  a  m o n t h  r a t h e r  t h a n  n e v e r .  
B u t  b e l o w  t h e  c o s m e t i c  t h e  c h a n g e s  t h a t  I  s e e  a r e  m o s t l y  d e p r e s s i n g .  T h e  e c o n o m y  
i s  s i c k  a n d  g e t t i n g  s i c k e r ,  a n d  s o c i e t y  i s  d i s i n t e g r a t i n g .  A n d  t h e  t r a g e d y  i s  t h a t  a l l  o f  
P o l a n d ' s  p r o b l e m s  a r e  m a n - m a d e  a n d ,  t h e r e f o r e ,  m a n  c o r r e c t a b l e .  
I .  T h e  E c o n o m y :  W h y  I s n ' t  P o l a n d  S p a i n ?  
I n  l e c t u r e  a f t e r  l e c t u r e  t h e  w e a k n e s s e s  o f  t h e  P o l i s h  e c o n o m y  w e r e  e x p l a i n e d  t o  u s  
b y  t h e  A k a d e m i a  p r o f e s s o r s .  W i t h  m a d d e n i n g  c o n s i s t e n c y  t h e  p l a n n e r s  h a v e  m a d e  
o n e  w r o n g  d e c i s i o n  a f t e r  a n o t h e r ,  s t a r t i n g  i n  t h e  1 9 5 0 ' s  w i t h  a  h u g e  c a p i t a l - d r a i n i n g  
s t e e l  c o m p l e x  a t  S t a l i n o g r a d ,  n o w  m e r c i f u l l y  r e n a m e d  K a t o w i c a .  T h e n ,  i n  o r d e r  t o  
p r o l e t a r i a n i z e  t h e  b o u r g e o i s  i n t e l l e c t u a l  c i t y  o f  K r a k o w ,  a  s e c o n d  s t e e l  c o m p l e x ,  n a m e d  
a f t e r  L e n i n ,  w a s  c o n s t r u c t e d  o n  a  n e a r b y  h i l l  w h e r e  i t  s p e w s  p o l l u t a n t s  i n t o  t h e  W i s l a  
R i v e r  a n d  m a k e s  t h e  s k y  o v e r  K r a k o w  p e r p e t u a l l y  g r a y .  A l s o  d r a i n i n g  i n v e s t m e n t  c a p i t a l  
a r e  t h e  s p r a w l i n g  s h i p y a r d s  i n  G d a n s k ,  n a m e d  t o o  a f t e r  L e n i n ,  t h a t  p r o d u c e  s u p e r  
t a n k e r s  t h a t  t h e  w o r l d  d o e s n ' t  w a n t .  
T h o u g h t f u l  P o l e s  a r e  n o w  c o m p a r i n g  P o l a n d ' s  e c o n o m i c  p e r f o r m a n c e  w i t h  t h a t  o f  
S p a i n ,  a  c o u n t r y  w i t h  a b o u t  t h e  s a m e  p o p u l a t i o n  a n d  e v e n  l e s s  n a t u r a l  r e s o u r c e s .  T h e  
e c o n o m y  o f  P o l a n d  w h i c h  s t a r v e s  a g r i c u l t u r e  w h i l e  p r o d u c i n g  r e d u n d a n t  s t e e l  a n d  
t a n k e r s  g e n e r a t e s  a  p e r  c a p i t a  i n c o m e  o f  $ 4 , 6 7 0  w h i c h  i s  f a l l i n g .  S p a i n ' s  p e r  c a p i t a  
i n c o m e  i s  $ 5 , 5 0 0  a n d  r i s i n g .  
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For the first time, this year several of our students were asked by Polish students 
of economics "Why are you here? What can you learn from us?." My feeble response 
to this question is an analogy. If you want to study mental disorders you go to a men-
tal hospital. If you want to study economic disorders you can go to Poland. 
In the 1970's the planners, under Party Secretary Edward Gierek, decided to bor-
row their way to prosperity. The result was mindless, chaotic building. Today the tallest 
structure in Krakow is called "The Gierek Memorial." It is a red, rusting grid of girders 
that uselessly rises thirty stories high. To. protect pedestrians from falling debris, until 
the city fathers can find the funds to tear it down, "The Gierek Memorial" is fenced in. 
II. From Doors With Two Locks To Doors With Four Locks 
A friend of mine from 1980, Elizabeta, invited me and five of my students to her 
flat for a Sunday buffet lunch. She, her husband and two sons had been waiting nine 
years to move up to this two bedroom apartment. To get there was a 30-45 minute 
tram and then bus ride from the Rynek. Elizabeta called her apartment complex "a 
typical new socialist slum." I wouldn't contradict her. Sidewalks were in, but there 
was no landscaping and none was planned. We watched two pre-school boys in their 
Sunday shorts and shirts playing with toy trucks in the piles of sludge and hardpan. 
The inside of the flat was roomy by Eastern European standards, but as always in 
these prefab cement boxes the floor was uneven and the windows leaked. In the living-
dining room there was a folding metal grid, similar to those of inner city liquor stores 
in the U.S., that can be pulled across the glass window and locked at night. The Poles 
have become very security conscious the last few years. "You can't trust neighbors 
any more," I was told. 
I was given the same one bedroom flat on the fifth floor that was mine in 1984 and 
1985. But this year my landlady presented me with four keys instead of two. She had 
added a lock to the street door and a second dead bolt to the door she and I shared. 
"You can't be too careful", I was told. 
III. The United States: The Country Poles Hate To Love 
In the last nine years I have also seen changes in the way Poles respond to Ameri-
cans. They are not as friendly as they used to be. During my previous stays in Poland 
I was invited out at least once a week by Akademia faculty. This year in six weeks 
I received only one dinner invitation. 
The Polish students in the dorm also were less cordial than in other years. Again 
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r s .  A g a i n  
t h e  c o n v e r s a t i o n  s t o p p i n g  q u e s t i o n :  " W h y  a r e  y o u  h e r e ? "  W h a t  i s  t h e  p r o b l e m ?  F i r s t ,  
P o l e s  r e s e n t  o u r  u n e a r n e d  w e a l t h  a n d  t h e i r  u n d e s e r v e d  p e n u r y ,  b o t h  a c c i d e n t s  o f  h i s -
t o r y  a n d  g e o g r a p h y .  F o r  c e n t u r i e s  P o l e s  h a v e  h a d  t o  s t r u g g l e  t o  l i v e ,  s q u e e z e d  b e t w e e n  
r a p a c i o u s  R u s s i a n s  a n d  m u r d e r o u s  P r u s s i a n s .  W e  A m e r i c a n s  h a v e  t o  g o  a l l  t h e  w a y  
t o  t i n y  N i c a r a g u a  i n  o r d e r  t o  f i n d  a n  e n e m y .  
P o l e s  a l s o  s e e  A m e r i c a n s  a s  s e m i - e d u c a t e d  a n d  u n c u l t u r e d .  A  f a v o r i t e  p u t d o w n  i s  
t o  a s k  u s  h o w  m a n y  l a n g u a g e s  w e  s p e a k .  A f t e r  t e a  E l i z a b e t a  d u t i f u l l y  s h o w e d  m e  a n d  
m y  s t u d e n t s  t h e  c o r r e c t  w a y  t o  t u r n  t h e  p a g e s  o f  a n  a r t  b o o k .  
P o l e s  b i t t e r l y  r e s e n t  t h e  w a y  t h e  U . S .  d o l l a r  i s  a l m i g h t y  i n  t h e i r  c o u n t r y  a n d  t h e  
w a y  t h a t  i t  d i s t o r t s  t h e i r  l i v e s .  A  s i n g l e  d o l l a r  b i l l  w i l l  d i s c o v e r  a  f r e e  t a b l e  a t  t h e  S t a r e  
P o l s k a  w h e n  t h e r e  i s  n o n e .  A  m e r e  f i f t y  c e n t s  w i l l  a c t i v a t e  a n  o f f - d u t y  t a x i  c a b .  T h e  
l a r g e s t  a n d  b u s i e s t  d e p a r t m e n t  s t o r e  i n  K r a k o w  i s  t h e  P E W E X  w h e r e  t h e  o n l y  t e n d e r  
i s  t h e  l e g a l  a n d  i l l e g a l  d o l l a r .  A  g i f t e d  s t u d e n t  w i l l  d e b a t e  f o r  h o u r s  w i t h  h i s  p a r e n t s  
a b o u t  d o l l a r s  a n d  h i s  f u t u r e .  S h o u l d  h e  b e c o m e  a  d o c t o r ,  o r  a  p r o f e s s o r ,  o r  a  d o o r -
m a n  a t  a n  O r b i s  h o t e l  w h e r e  h e  c a n  p i c k  u p  d o l l a r s ?  
Y e t  P o l e s  w a n t  t o  c o m e  t o  t h e  U n i t e d  S t a t e s .  T h e  l i n e  f o r  V i s a s  a t  t h e  U . S .  C o n s u -
l a t e  i n  K r a k o w  i s  a l w a y s  t w o  b l o c k s  a n d  s i x  h o u r s  l o n g .  E v e r y  y e a r  a t  l e a s t  o n e  o f  
o u r  s t u d e n t s  i s  p r o p o s e d  t o .  T h i s  y e a r  V i n c e n t  w a s  a p p r o a c h e d  b y  a  d i s t a n t  c o u s i n  
w h o  i n s i s t e d  o n  s t a y i n g  i n  h i s  r o o m  w h e n  s h e  i n v i t e d  h e r s e l f  f o r  a  v i s i t .  T o  h e r  s t r i -
d e n t  m a r r i a g e  d e m a n d s ,  a n d  I  w a s  a  w i t n e s s ,  V i n c e n t  s t a m m e r e d  w h a t  t o  h e r  w e r e  
i r r e l e v a n c i e s .  " I  d o n ' t  k n o w  y o u .  I  d o n ' t  l o v e  y o u .  I ' m  o n l y  n i n e t e e n . "  T h i s  n u b i l e  
c o q u e t t e  w a s  a s  s u b t l e  a s  a n  A m a z o n  p i r a n h a .  
I n  s p i t e  o f  t h e  e x o t i c  t h i n g s  o u r  s t u d e n t s  c a s u a l l y  t o s s  a r o u n d  t h e i r  d o r m  r o o m s ,  
s u c h  a s  O s h k o s h  B ' G o s h  d e n i m s ,  M i c k y  M o u s e  T - s h i r t s ,  s u n  p o w e r e d  p o c k e t  c a l c u l a -
t o r s ,  a n d  d o l l a r s ,  t h i s  y e a r  w e  o n l y  h a d  o n e  d o r m  r o b b e r y .  A b o u t  t h r e e  i n  t h e  m o r n -
i n g  a  P o l e  s n u c k  i n t o  C h r i s  a n d  M a r k ' s  r o o m  a n d  s n a t c h e d  t h e  3  x  5  f o o t  " O l d  G l o r y "  
A m e r i c a n  f l a g  t h a t  t h e y  h a d  t a c k e d  o n  t h e  w a l l .  I  t h i n k  t h i s  t h e f t  w a s  a  c o m p l i m e n t  
t o  t h e  U n i t e d  S t a t e s .  G r u d g i n g l y ,  w i t h  q u a l i f i c a t i o n s  a n d  m a n y  r e s e r v a t i o n s ,  P o l e s  
l i k e  A m e r i c a n s  a n d  t h e  c o u n t r y  w e  c o m e  f r o m .  S o m e  P o l i s h  " s p i d e r m a n "  c l i m b e d  u p  
" T h e  G i e r e k  M e m o r i a l "  a n d  s p r a y  p a i n t e d  i n  b r i g h t  w h i t e  l e t t e r s  " U . S . A . "  
I V .  Q u o  V a d i s ?  
Q u o  V  a d i s ?  i s  t h e  t i t l e  o f  a  b o o k  b y  t h e  P o l i s h  a u t h o r  H e n r y k  S i e n k i e w i c z  w h o  w o n  
t h e  N o b e l  P r i z e  f o r  l i t e r a t u r e  i n  1 9 0 5 .  I t  i s  s t i l l  a  g o o d  q u e s t i o n .  W h e r e  i s  P o l a n d  g o i n g ?  
T h e r e  a r e  s o m e  h o p e f u l  s i g n s .  O u r  s e v e n t y - o n e  y e a r  o l d  g u i d e  i n  Z a k o p a n e  w h o  s k i m m e d  
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over the rocky mountain trails while we youngsters stumbled behind tells me that life 
in Poland is improving. The most recent visit to Poland by Pope John Paul II (in Poland 
he is Karol Wojtyla) was covered from start to finish by government controlled televi-
sion. And now a full mass is carried every Sunday. The two policemen who tortured 
and killed Father Popieluszko were brought to trial and convicted. It is also clear that 
the Soviet Union under Party Secretary Mikhail Gorbachev, retreating from Afganistan, 
is not about to invade Poland. The message from the east is clear. "Do your own thing, 
Poles, with an occasional genuflection to Pan Marx and Pan Lenin. But keep your 
riots small and don't go bankrupt." Also, General Jaruzelski seems to be the right per-
son to be leading Poland. Poles don't dislike him and traditionally career army officers 
are the most respected people in Poland, after the clergy. 
But there are also discouraging signs, such as the breakdown in the sense of com-
munity represented by the extra locks. The most troubling development that I have 
seen over the last nine years is the growing pessimism among Polish young people. 
At a picnic Andrzej, a student of architecture, was talking to Grand Valley's Andrew 
about a forthcoming trip to Australia. Polish Andy asked American Andy "Have you 
ever thought of defecting?" What strange words to the American ear. From what? 
Why? And to where would American Andy defect? 
A recent study conducted by the Polish Center of Public Opinion Research shows 
that fully seventy percent of university students see no future for themselves in Poland. 
Sadly, for Poland, Andrzej's trip to Australia may be a long one. 
Weimar And The G.D.R. 
CARL KOBERNIK 
Is it impossible to have culture shock by going from Germany to Germany? It doesn't 
seem probable, but that must be what I experienced. Three weeks I had spent in East 
Germany. Excuse me. In the German Democratic Republic. In Weimar, city of cul-
ture, the city in which many notables of German literature, thought, and music had 
lived and worked, among them Goethe and Schiller, regarded by many as the greatest 
German authors, and others of somewhat lesser renown, such as Wieland and Herder. 
].S. Bach was active in the area, as was also Martin Luther. These men helped mold 
and shape German thought and culture. I had visited the places where they had lived 
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